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C O L L E G E  I V :  E L E G A N T  A N D  L O N E L Y  
D a v i d  B e r n s t e i n  
I n  M a y ,  1 9 7 3 ,  s e v e n  f a c u l t y  m e m b e r s ,  o n e  D e a n  a n d  o n e  e x e c u t i v e  a s s i s t a n t  t o  
t h e  D e a n  g a t h e r e d  t o  b e g i n  t h e  t a s k  o f  b u i l d i n g  a  n e w  c o l l e g e .  S i n c e  i t  w a s  t o  b e  t h e  
f o u r t h  c o l l e g e  o f  t h e  G r a n d  V a l l e y  c l u s t e r  a n d  s i n c e  i t  h a d  n o  o t h e r  n a m e ,  i t  w a s  
c a l l e d  C o l l e g e  I V .  D u r i n g  t h e  p r e c e d i n g  y e a r  t h e  D e a n ,  B o b  T o f t ,  h a d  s e c u r e d  l a r g e  
f e d e r a l  g r a n t s ,  d r a f t e d  t h e  C o l l e g e ' s  c u r r i c u l u m  p l a n ,  a n d  h i r e d  t h e  f a c u l t y .  S o m e  
r e a d e r s  w i l l  k n o w  t h a t  t h e  C o l l e g e  I V  e x p e r i m e n t  e n d e d  w i t h  t h e  d e p a r t u r e  o f  B o b  
T o f t ,  w h o  s u b s e q u e n t l y  b e c a m e  G r a n d  V a l l e y ' s  f e d e r a l  c o n t a c t  p e r s o n  i n  
W a s h i n g t o n .  D o u g  K i n d s c h i  w a s  h i r e d  a s  t h e  n e w  d e a n .  H i s  t a s k  w a s  t o  f a s h i o n  a  
n e w  a n d  v i a b l e  i d e n t i t y  f o r  t h e  C o l l e g e  w i t h i n  t h e  c l u s t e r .  A l o n g  t h e  w a y  t h e  C o l l e g e  
a c q u i r e d  a  b e n e f a c t o r  a n d  a  n a m e ,  K i r k h o f .  
T h i s  i s  n o t  a n  h i s t o r i c a l  e s s a y  o r  n o s t a l g i c  r e v i s i t i n g  o f  C o l l e g e  I V / K i r k h o f  C o l l e g e .  
R a t h e r ,  I  w i l l  f o c u s  o n  t h e  i n n o v a t i v e  i d e a s  t h a t  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  C o l l e g e  I V ,  b o t h  w i t h i n  
t h e  G r a n d  V a l l e y  c l u s t e r  a n d  n a t i o n a l l y .  I  w i l l  d e s c r i b e  t h e  m a j o r  i n n o v a t i o n s ,  
c o m m e n t  o n  t h e i r  a l l u r e ,  a n d  s a y  w h y  I  t h i n k  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  m i s t a k e n .  
I t  w a s  t h e  d r e a m  o f  C o l l e g e  I V  t o  r e m o v e  m a n y  o f  t h e  b a r r i e r s  w h i c h  k e p t  p e o p l e  
a w a y  f r o m  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n .  S o m e  o f  t h e s e  b a r r i e r s  w e r e  i n  t h e  p h y s i c a l  a n d  s o c i a l  
e n v i r o n m e n t s .  C l a s s e s  t h a t  a l l  s t u d e n t s  h a d  t o  a t t e n d  i n  " l o c k - s t e p "  f a s h i o n  
p r e v e n t e d  t h o s e  w i t h  c e r t a i n  k i n d s  o f  j o b s  a n d / o r  f a m i l y  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  f r o m  e n r o l l i n g  
i n  c o l l e g e .  T h e  t y p i c a l  c o u r s e  a l s o  a s s u m e d  t h a t  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  r o u g h l y  e q u a l  i n  
p r e p a r e d n e s s  f o r  t h e  c o u r s e  a n d  t h a t ,  o n c e  i n  t h e  c o u r s e ,  m o s t  s t u d e n t s  w o u l d  
m a r c h  a l o n g  p r o d u c t i v e l y  a t  t h e  p a c e  s e t  b y  t h e  i n s t r u c t o r .  C o l l e g e  I V ' s  ( e s p e c i a l l y  
B o b  T o f t ' s )  d r e a m  f o r  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  w a s  t h a t  t h e  b a r r i e r s  c o u l d  b e  d i s s o l v e d  
l a r g e l y  b y  r e d e s i g n i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m .  T h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e  n e w  c u r r i c u l u m  w a s  t h e  
" m o d u l e . "  A  m o d u l e  c o u l d  b e  a n y  p i e c e  o f  c u r r i c u l u m  w h i c h  m a d e  s e n s e  a s  a  u n i t  o f  
s t u d y .  I n  t h e  s i m p l e s t  c a s e ,  m o d u l e s  w e r e  c o u n t e r p a r t s  t o  c h a p t e r s  f r o m  a  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  t e x t b o o k ,  s a y ,  a n  i n t r o d u c t o r y  t e x t b o o k  i n  a  d i s c i p l i n e .  B u t  u n l i k e  m o s t  
t e x t b o o k  c h a p t e r s  b e i n g  w r i t t e n  i n  t h e  e a r l y  1 9 7 0 ' s ,  m o d u l e s  w e r e  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  
l e a r n i n g  p a c k a g e s .  B e i n g  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  m e a n t  t h a t  a  m o d u l e  o p e n e d  w i t h  a  c l e a r  
s e t  o f  b e h a v i o r a l  l e a r n i n g  o b j e c t i v e s  w h i c h  t o l d  s t u d e n t s  w h a t  t o  e x p e c t  o n  t h e  
a s s e s s m e n t  t e s t .  I t  c o n t a i n e d  a  p r a c t i c e  a s s e s s m e n t  e q u i v a l e n t  t o  t h e  m a s t e r y  t e s t  
s t u d e n t s  w o u l d  t a k e  f o r  c r e d i t .  M o d u l e  d e s i g n e r s  w e r e  e n c o u r a g e d  t o  e n r i c h  m o d u l e s  
w i t h  e x p e r i e n t i a l  a n d  m e d i a  c o m p o n e n t s ,  u s i n g  t h e  l a t e s t  i n s t r u c t i o n a l  t e c h n o l o g y .  
W h a t  w a s  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  s t u d y  a n d  l e a r n i n g  i n  C o l l e g e  I V ?  W h a t  r e p l a c e d  t h e  
c l a s s e s ,  l a b o r a t o r i e s ,  r e g u l a r l y  s c h e d u l e d  q u i z z e s  a n d  r e s e a r c h  p a p e r s  t h a t  a r e  
c o n v e n t i o n a l  c o l l e g e  r e q u i r e m e n t s ?  C o l l e g e  I V  r e t a i n e d  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  r e q u i r e m e n t s .  
M o d u l e s  i n  b i o l o g y  a n d  c h e m i s t r y  r e q u i r e d  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  c o m p l e t e  l a b o r a t o r y  
e x e r c i s e s  o r  e x p e r i m e n t s .  T h e r e  w e r e  m o d u l e s  d e v o t e d  t o  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  w r i t i n g  
p a p e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  i n s t r u c t i o n  w a s  t o  b e  l a r g e l y  s e l f - d i r e c t e d  a n d  s e l f - p a c e d .  A  w e l l -
G r a n d  V a l l e y  R e v i e w  •  7 8  
designed module was one which enabled students to prepare for a mastery exam 
without additional instruction. Tutorials were available with either a faculty member or 
a student tutor, since it was acknowledged that some students would need tutoring in 
order to understand the material and to pass the mastery test. But, in theory, a 
student could move through large chunks of curriculum without a single tutorial; 
contact with other students could be minimal, almost nonexistent. Furthermore, 
students could move through the curriculum at their own pace. They took mastery 
exams when they felt ready; there were no deadlines or quotas for the number of 
modules mastered in some given unit of time. Passing a module meant correctly 
answering 90% of the items. Students were not penalized for achieving less than 
90% correct; they simply took another form of the assessment test at a later time. 
College IV's instructional model rested on two linked assumptions. The first 
assumption was that any domain of knowledge, including an academic discipline, is 
composed of an identifiable structure of conceptual knowledge and procedural skills. 
The second assumption was that these concepts and skills can be decomposed into 
their atomic components and the logical dependencies between them. That is, one 
can say how being able to understand or do one thing depends upon being able to 
understand or do another set of things. For example, being able to write a complete 
sentence depends upon knowing when sentences lack either a subject or predicate. 
The elements of knowledge at any level can be decomposed into elements at the 
next lower level, and so on. These knowledge atoms and their logical dependencies 
become a map for instruction in the discipline. In principle, one can find a sequence 
of instruction by which a field of knowledge can be most efficiently learned or 
mastered. 
The notion that knowledge can be abstracted and decomposed into its elemental 
particles and rules of combination has a long intellectual history. It is the basis for all 
empiricist philosophies. It appears in the early 2oth century as positivist philosophy 
and in its psychological cousin, Behaviorism. In this time of high technological 
fashion, it comes clothed seductively as "expert systems," a subfield within artificial 
intelligence. In building an expert system, "knowledge engineers" interview and 
observe experts within some domain, say medical diagnosis or oil prospecting, in 
order to extract the knowledge these experts call upon and the rules of inference 
they follow. Then computer programmers build a model which emulates the experts. 
In College IV, faculty were both discipline experts and knowledge engineers. To 
press the analogy into stark form, it was the students who were to be programmed. 
I believe that the assumptions upon which College IV was founded are 
strategically useful, but insufficient as a theory of knowledge. The strategy of 
abstracting the rules of an educational system is what Seymor Papert, a guru of 
artificial intelligence at MIT, calls a "powerful idea." The very act of trying to say what 
it is you are doing draws your attention to the central and substantive. You must 
continually sort out the essential from the nonessential and the consistent from the 
inconsistent. It is a relentless game of logic. As an enterprise it promises an elegant 
and economical curricular structure, free of unintended redundancies and waste. If, 
for example, students have mastered the skills of proposing testable hypotheses in 
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H o w e v e r ,  t h i s  o b j e c t i v i s t  t h e o r y  o f  k n o w l e d g e  i s  b a s e d  o n  a s s u m p t i o n s  w h i c h  
h a v e  b e e n  b r o a d l y  c r i t i c i z e d .  I t  a s s u m e s  t h a t  k n o w l e d g e  i s  o b j e c t i v e l y  s p e c i f i a b l e  
a n d  t h a t  i t  i s  m e a n i n g f u l ,  f r e e  o f  t h e  m e d i u m  i n  w h i c h  i t  i s  e m b e d d e d  a n d  t h e  c o n t e x t  
i n  w h i c h  i t  i s  u s e d .  M o r e o v e r ,  t h e  t h e o r y  o f  i n s t r u c t i o n  w h i c h  c o m e s  o u t  o f  t h i s  
e p i s t e m o l o g y  a s s u m e s  t h a t  t h i s  s t a t i c  b o d y  o f  k n o w l e d g e  c a n  b e  m a s t e r e d  b y  a n  
i n d i v i d u a l  m i n d  t h r o u g h  i t s  o w n  r a t i o n a l  a n d  o b s e r v a t i o n a l  p o w e r s .  T h e  k n o w e r ' s  t a s k  
i s  t o  b u i l d  t h e  b e s t  m e n t a l  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  o f  a  g i v e n  k n o w l e d g e  d o m a i n .  T h i n k i n g  
a b o u t  a  p r o b l e m  o r  s i t u a t i o n  w i t h i n  t h a t  d o m a i n  m e a n s  r e a c h i n g  t h e  o p t i m a l  s o l u t i o n  
o r  u n d e r s t a n d i n g ,  u s u a l l y  j u d g e d  a g a i n s t  s o m e  s p e c i f i a b l e  c r i t e r i a ,  w h i c h  c a n  b e  
a b s t r a c t e d  f r o m  t h e  c o n t e x t .  
T h i s  m o d e l  o f  t h e  i n d i v i d u a l  k n o w i n g  m i n d  m o v i n g  a b o u t  i n  e t h e r e a l  k n o w l e d g e  
i g n o r e s  a  p e r v a s i v e  a s p e c t  o f  h u m a n  k n o w i n g .  K n o w l e d g e  i s  a  s o c i a l  e n t e r p r i s e ;  i t s  
v e r y  f a b r i c  i s  w o v e n  f r o m  s t r a n d s  o f  d i s c o u r s e .  T h e r e  i s  d i s a g r e e m e n t  a b o u t  h o w  
b e s t  t o  r e p r e s e n t  a n y  g i v e n  i s s u e  o r  p r o b l e m ;  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  d e f i n i n g  a  p r o b l e m  i s  
d i a l e c t i c a l ,  w i t h  c o n s t a n t  r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  W h a t  i s  t h e  b e s t  s o l u t i o n  a n d  h o w  b e s t  t o  
m o v e  t o w a r d s  i t  a r e  m a t t e r s  f o r  d i s c u s s i o n  w i t h  o t h e r s .  I  h a v e  b e c o m e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  
c o n v i n c e d  t h a t  a n y  t h e o r y  o f  h u m a n  i n t e l l i g e n c e  a n d  i t s  i n s t r u c t i o n  m u s t  b e  g r o u n d e d  
i n  a  s o c i a l  v i e w  o f  k n o w l e d g e  a n d  c o g n i t i o n .  T h e  w o r k  o f  L .  S .  V y g o t s k y ,  t h e  R u s s i a n  
p s y c h o l o g i s t  i s  p a r t i c u l a r l y  h e l p f u l  h e r e .  A c c o r d i n g  t o  V y g o t s k y ,  m i n d s  a r e  f o r m e d  b y  
i n t e r n a l i z i n g  s o c i a l  p r o c e s s e s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  l a n g u a g e .  T h e  m a k i n g  o f  i n d i v i d u a l  m i n d s  
a n d  o f  k n o w l e d g e  w i t h i n  s o c i e t y  a r e  p a r t  o f  t h e  s a m e  s o c i a l  p r o c e s s e s .  I f  k n o w i n g  i s ,  
a t  i t s  h e a r t ,  s u c h  a  s o c i a l  p r o c e s s ,  s u r e l y  t h e r e  a r e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t e a c h i n g  a n d  
l e a r n i n g .  K e n n e t h  B r u f f e e  h a s  b e e n  e x p l i c i t  a b o u t  s o m e  o f  t h e s e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  t h e  
t e a c h i n g  o f  E n g l i s h  c o m p o s i t i o n .  B r u f f e e  a r g u e s  t h a t  i f  t h e  o r i g i n s  o f  t h o u g h t  a r e  i n  
e x t e r n a l  c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  t h e n  w e  n e e d  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  k i n d s  o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  w e  s e t  
f o r  s t u d e n t s .  W e  n e e d  t o  c r e a t e  c o l l a b o r a t i v e  w o r k  c o m m u n i t i e s  w h i c h  f o s t e r  
d e s i r a b l e  c o n v e r s a t i o n s  a m o n g  p e e r s .  
C o l l e g e  I V  r e m o v e d  a  b a r r i e r  t o  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  b y  p l u c k i n g  t h e  c u r r i c u l u m  o u t  o f  
i t s  s o c i a l l y  c o n s t r a i n e d  f o r m .  I t  m a t c h e d  i t s  e d u c a t i o n a l  " d e l i v e r y  s y s t e m "  t o  t h e  
s o c i a l l y  f r a g m e n t i n g  c u l t u r e  m a n y  o f  u s  l i v e  i n .  H o w e v e r ,  b y  f r e e i n g  s t u d e n t s ,  w e  a l s o  
i s o l a t e d  t h e m  f u r t h e r .  T h e  e v a l u a t i o n  t e a m  f o r  o n e  o f  o u r  f e d e r a l  g r a n t s  c o i n e d  t h e  
p h r a s e  " l o n e l y  l e a r n e r s "  t o  c h a r a c t e r i z e  t h e  m a n y  C o l l e g e  I V  s t u d e n t s  w h o  w e r e  
r e g i s t e r e d  b u t  i n a c t i v e .  I n  o r d e r  t o  s o l v e  t h e  p r o b l e m  o f  l i m i t e d  a c c e s s  t o  e d u c a t i o n ,  I  
t h i n k  t h a t  w e  c r e a t e d  a n  i m p o v e r i s h e d  a n d  a l i e n a t i n g  f o r m  o f  e d u c a t i o n .  
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